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Agenda Pointers!

❖ The participation of women in trade and entrepreneurship has always been remarkable but understated; Hence,

most context based approaches to trade sometimes overlook the contributions women make and consequently

their challenges.

❖ Certification and standardization are mandatory elements to meet economic, social and environmental

sustainability metrics in International Trading System.

❖ Globally, there is a growing recognition that product standardization and certification requirements may be

experienced differently by women and men.

❖Women are widely under-represented in the committees that develop standards which lay out the specifications for

products and certifications that exchanges in the global value chain depend upon

❖ The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) estimates the participation of women in the standards

development process at 20-25%. For the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC), the figure is 14%.

https://unece.org/trade/news/higher-standard-global-tools-empowerment-women-girls


The AfCFTA

In a context in which Africa contributes about 3% of world trade and only 12 to 16 % of trade in Africa is between

African countries, the implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is both timely and

economically strategic. The agreement is a regional trade agreement within the meaning of the regulations of the

World Trade Organization (WTO) in particular Article XXIV of the General Agreement on Trade in Goods and

Tariffs (GATT 1994). The creation of this area is one of the priorities of the African Union Agenda 2063 with

expected outcomes leading to the elimination of customs duties for the bulk of trade as well as majority of

identified technical barriers to trade.

The AfCFTA Context and Women: AfCFTA could present women (in formal and informal sectors) with

same benefits as the men in terms of expanded access to market, knowledge exchange on value chain addition,

facilitated trade and business visits and investment. In specific terms, AfCFTA offers equitable opportunities on

the: Removal of trade barriers to enable free flow of goods and services; Harmonization trade regulations and

creates uniform standard; and Having the potential to lift 98 million Africans (almost half are women) out of

extreme and moderate poverty.

https://unctad.org/press-material/facts-figures-0


Women’s Story in Regional and International Trade:

Besides product certification and standardization challenges, women globally, especially in developing countries and

Less Developed Countries (LDCs) are strongly being faced with other barriers and challenges militating against their

ability to inclusively benefit from regional and international trade. Some of these include:

❖ Cross Border hegemonic masculinity

❖ Very limited capacity on entrepreneurial skills

❖ Low process documentation abilities

❖ E-commerce inadequacies 

❖ Lack of market information 

❖ Gender blind policies and programs

❖ Freight cost which is a key factor that subjects farm produces to exploitative Middlemen, especially for women in 

agriculture.



WHAT NEXT????

As we commemorate this year’s International Women’s Day, a day to always make louder the call to action for

accelerating gender parity, we should look ahead to harnessing the untapped potentials and opportunities that await

future generations of women through trade. More importantly, by learning to apply gender responsive strategies in

trade, addressing critical gender gaps and promoting the adoption of gender responsive standards and technical

regulations will effectively serve as powerful tools to attain the Sustainable Development Goal agenda for the female

gender.

Knowing that sustainability standards and certifications are voluntary guidelines used by producers, manufacturers,

traders, retailers, and service providers to demonstrate their commitment to good environmental, social, ethical, and

food safety practices, our meeting today should therefore establish new priorities, analyze constraints and proffer

strategies that are geared towards achieving proper practices for women value chain actors.

Ntozake Shange once said, “Where there is a woman, there is magic.” To all my sisters here, Let’s be the magic in 

global trade in this Decade of Action.

Wishing us all, a very productive deliberation. Thank you!
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Framework for gender 
inequalities in agriculture



How can VSSs contribute to gender equality and 
women’s empowerment?

Promotes dietary diversity, 
higher incomes

Improved access to credit 
and higher incomes

Equally promotes girls’ and 
boys’ education

Financial support for 
labour-saving investments

Promoted through greater 
participation in production 

processes and producer groups

Employment criteria exceed 
national laws; workplace health 

and safety with gender provisions



Examples of VSSs on the ground: Household food 
security

Sustainable agricultural production introducing 
new subsistence and nutrient dense crops 
(e.g. bananas, legumes, soya, cowpeas)

(Meemken, Spielman, & Qaim, 2017; Kloos, & Renaud, 2014)

Organic production makes it safer to eat plants 
inter-cropped with cash crops like fruit trees with coffee

Higher incomes from certified sales reduce hunger 
periods in study of Ugandan organic coffee farms

(Bolwig & Odeke, 2007)

Improvements in nutrient and calorie consumption 
disappear when men control income in study of Fairtrade, 

Organic and UTZ certified Ugandan coffee farms

(Chiputwa, & Qaim, 2016) 



Recommendations

Support women’s production of subsistence and 
nutrient-dense crops

Engage women in trainings and hire women 
extension workers

Promote and advocate for women’s more stable and 
secure rights to land, in coordination with efforts to 

support certification and certified producers

Conduct research about the gender division of labor and 
ensure that certification does not impose an inequitable 

burden on women



For more information:

Kathleen Sexsmith kjs95@psu.edu 
Cristina Larrea clarrea@iisd.ca

Thank you
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• There is a clear need for Gender Responsive 
Standards to achieve SDG 5: gender equality, and 
related targets. 

• UNECE has developed the Gender Responsive 
Standards Initiative and the subsequent 
Declaration on Gender Responsive Standards to 
meet this demand.  

Do sustainability standards address the issues faced 

by women entrepreneurs and traders? 

• Standards affect women in their different roles 
(e.g. workers, producers, traders, consumers (of 
goods and services, including AI) etc.)



• Standards generally presumed to be 
gender-neutral 

Gender Responsive

Standards: Why?

• Standards help achieve SDG 5 by 
making policies more:

• Participatory, informed, accountable 

• Women under-represented in 
development, implementation (policies) 

• Standards can have a differential 
impact of on men and women

• Little knowledge, given lack of sex-
disaggregated data



Gender Responsive

Standards Initiative

Standards 
Bodies

Gender 
Specialists

Regulatory 
Bodies

Policymakers
Non-

Governmental 
Organizations

United 
Nations

Academia 

• Started in 2016, diverse working 
group of stakeholders with the aim to

a. Strengthen the use of standards 
as tools to achieve SDG 5

b. Integrate a gender lens in the 
development of standards and 
technical regulations

c. Elaborate gender indicators and 
criteria

• The Initiative developed the Declaration on 
Gender Responsive Standards and Standards 
Development    



• Standards bodies pledge to create and implement 
gender action plans in line with SDG 5

• Objective: support inclusive standards 
development processes & strengthen standards’ 
gender-responsiveness 

The Declaration on 

Gender Responsive Standards

• Over 70 Signatories, including International, 
Regional and National Standards Bodies, focused 
across several disciplines, including trade. 

• Declaration recognizes that the content of 
standards and engaging in the standards 
development process are opportunities for 
women’s empowerment. 



• Gender Focal Point Network

• Delivering Gender Training

• Developing Best Practices

• Repository: 
https://trello.com/b/bYZTGSOl/wp6-
gender-responsive-standards-
initiative.

Gender Responsive

Standards Initiative: 
What’s next? 

• Raising awareness to ensure that women are 
not underrepresented in standards making



The Declaration on Gender Responsive Standards: 

Importance to Signatories



Elisabeth Tuerk

Director, Economic Cooperation and Trade Division

elisabeth.tuerk@un.org

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE)

Thank you!





Applying a 
gender lens to 
ISO standards

Mit Jai Inn, Planes, ‘Electric’, 2019 by Silverlens Gallery and TKG+.



Gender equality – the business 
case

✓ One in five SME is owned by women

✓ Untapped business potential of women represents 
more than 1.2 million new enterprises (research on 
UK market) 

✓ Potential loss of income amounts 
to 7.5% of global GDP (OECD, 2019)

✓ Gender equality boosts growth, promotes economic 
stability, supports higher corporate profits and 
increases economic resilience (IMF, 2018)



Why applying a gender 
lense to ISO standards? 

✓ ISO standards represent globally recognized 
guidelines based on international 
collaboration. 

✓ Impact almost all aspects of the daily life

✓ Seek to protect the health of the planet and 
people

✓ Facilitate trade and innovation 

✓ Work for all businesses, large and small



How can the standards 
community promote gender 
equality? 
1. Raising awareness on gender in support of gender equality

2. Increasing women’s participation in standardization

3. Mainstreaming gender into the standards development 
process

4. Developing standards in support of gender equality and 
women empowerment

✓ 168 ISO standards mapped against SDG 5
✓ ISO members’ initiatives:

• Chile - Gender Equality and Conciliation Management System
• Dominican Republic - Management system for gender equality
• South Africa - Personal Protective Equipment for Women in Mining
• Iceland - Equal Pay Management System
• UK - Valuing people through diversity and inclusion – code of practice for organizations



✓ First ISO deliverable on women’s 

entrepreneurship

✓ First IWA process conducted virtually

✓ The result of a months-long series of multi-

stakeholder consultations. 

✓ A ground-breaking achievement in the 

history of women’s entrepreneurial 

development. 

✓ Aims to harmonize a fragmented landscape 

of definitions and terms relating to women’s 

entrepreneurship

ISO International Workshop Agreement 
(IWA) 34:2021 - Women's entrepreneurship





ISO Gender Action Plan –
lessons learnt
✓ Awareness raising – standards are not gender neutral

✓ More women involved in standards development…but 
representation is not the ultimate solution

✓ The potential for international standards to contribue to SDG5 
needs to be further assessed and enhanced

✓ Guidance to help technical committees mainstream gender in 
standards’ development process

✓ Importance of data

✓ Capacity building to help women-owned businesses 
implement standards



Watch video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvVjbD3wXZc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvVjbD3wXZc


Thank you
Noelia Garcia Nebra 
garcianebra@iso.org

Mit Jai Inn, Planes, ‘Electric’, 2019 by Silverlens Gallery and TKG+.





Towards gender inclusiveness in supply chains and 
trade: the role of sustainability standards  

Image © Textile Exchange

Applying gender lens on sustainability standards and certification 
systems for international trade | UNFSS | 8 March 2021. 



The covid-19 pandemic is a stark reminder of deep gender inequities 
embedded within economies and societies. 

Source: UNDP Global Policy Network Briefing, March 2021. 



Voluntary sustainability standards have a growing footprint in many 
sectors with a high % of women workers and producers.



Three important pathways to pursue gender equality through 
sustainable development

Redressing socio-economic disadvantage in the domains of work, well-being and access to resources

This includes ensuring equal access to decent work and secure livelihoods; the recognition, reduction  and 
redistribution of unpaid care work; equal access to quality education, health and other social  services and public 
goods; and equal access to and control over resources and their benefits – including ecosystem-based resources.

Enhancing recognition and dignity

This includes challenging stereotypes around masculinity and femininity; assuring freedom from violence and 
violations of dignity and security; assurance of bodily integrity and sexual and  reproductive health and rights; and 
recognition and respect for diverse forms of knowledge  production and application.

Enhancing equal participation in decision-making at multiple levels

This includes supporting agency, power and voice in institutions and decision-making; building  deliberative forms of 
democracy that can debate sustainability goals and values in inclusive ways;  and assuring space for feminist collective 
action. 



How are sustainability standards bringing a gender lens into their 
work and programmes?

• Integrating a strong gender lens into standards’ content and criteria 

• Innovating in the field of assurance and auditing to detect gender-related offences and 
support compliance and continuous improvement 

• Leveraging the power of data to drive gender-responsive strategies: 

• Gender-disaggregated data collection for better insight 

• Supporting producer-level gender discussions 

• New ways to assess and address gender pay gaps 

• Industry and sector-wide dialogue to raise the debate and awareness of gender issues



Gender equality is a collective goal. Sustainability standards have 
the power to drive gender-positive outcomes but not in isolation. 








